Transdifferentiation of murine squamous vaginal epithelium in proestrus is associated with changes in the expression of keratin polypeptides.
The superficial layers of the stratified squamous epithelium of the murine vagina undergo transdifferentiation into cuboidal mucinous cells during the proestrus phase of the normal estrous cycle. In contrast to their squamous progenitor cells which have the cytoskeletal characteristics of squamous epithelium, mucinous cells express keratin polypeptides typical of simple nonstratified epithelia. Accordingly, the transdifferentiation of squamous cell into mucinous cells involves not only a change in cell morphology but also a switch in the expression of keratin polypeptides. These data indicate that the stratified squamous cells of the vagina are not terminally differentiated and their phenotype can be hormonally modulated.